In 1884 James Thomson was elected President of the Institution of Engineers and Shipbuilders in Scotland. In his presidential address he gave his views on the fundamental principles of the kinetic branch of djmamics, a subject on which he had long felt the need of improvement in our modes of thought. "Lately," he said, "I have been able, I think, to clear up some parts of this subject a little, and I have within the present year submitted papers upon it to the Royal Society of Edinburgh [see Nos. 57,58, pp. 379, 389] and my sayings to you this evening will include some passages from those papers." At the end of the address he reverted to the question of safety in engineering structures and insisted once more on the importance of more frequent and more consistent application of force tests, on which he seized every opportunity to influence the practice of engineers. He dealt with the same question in more detail the following year when he was again President. These views he repeatedly expressed on public occasions, and insisted on in private conversations; at first they met with considerable opposition on the part of practical engineers, but they gradually moulded public opinion in the direction of more definite criteria of safety.
During the summer of this year (1885) James Thomson went up to London to give evidence, along with his brother William, on the Manchester Ship Canal Bill which was then before Parliament. He stayed with his sister, Mrs David King, at 24, Hamilton Terrace. Extracts from letters received by Mrs Thomson from her husband, and from his sister, show how he passed the time while there.
"24, HAMILTON TERRACE, July 16, 1885.
James is off to spend the evening in the House of Commons. Mr Brown* he expects to introduce him. He asked me to write as he had no time. This morning he was at Thames Street seeing about a stove for the studio, and he thinks he has found a good plan for it. He is very bright and happy looking, and he says he thinks his eye is about well. There have been no ' commas or tadpoles' troubling him of late, only sometimes a little dimness. He won't be going home for a few days, as he must have a little play now that his work at the Committee is finished. He is to take our telescope with him, I do not need it at all....
Your affecte. sister, E. K."
* Now Sir Alexander Hargreaves Brown.